Re-reading Adam and Eve

If you believe in the divine inspiration and authority of the scriptures (and I do), that is likely to affect the way you interpret them; indeed, it would be odd if it failed to do that.  You will come to scripture with expectations about the worthwhileness of what is to be discovered there, with a commitment to taking it more seriously than you take yourself.  
To judge from the way biblical interpretation is actually carried on, you will also bring to scripture some unconscious assumptions that may need more questioning.  If the Bible is the Word of God, in what sorts of ways may God be expected to have spoken?  What sorts of words may God be expected to have used?  In speaking of God's speaking and of God's word we presuppose that there is some analogy between God's speaking and ours, God's words and ours.  Indeed, that needs to be the case if we are to understand God's speaking.  How complete is the analogy?  What forms of speech can God be expected to use? 
As a human being I use various forms of speech.  I make factual statements.  I express feelings.  I announce intentions.  I give commands, once in a while.  All these God may be expected to do; all these scripture contains.  But my more interesting forms of speech, even my more telling ones, may be of quite other kinds.  I tell jokes.  I ask questions, not knowing the answer.  I exaggerate.  I wonder out loud.  I speak ironically, saying things which I know are not true and which I hope my hearers will recognize not to be true, though I sometimes come unstuck; as we say in our family, I was not wearing my “Joke” label.  I use such forms of speech not just in casual contexts but in the direct course of seeking to fulfil my vocation to be a minister, a theologian, a teacher, and a theological college principal.  In other words, these are very serious forms of speech.  I use them to seek to be provocative and to encourage people to think, for instance, assuming that I may be most effective when I am not merely providing answers but stimulating questions.  I may sometimes know the right answers to questions I raise, but may then nevertheless be less concerned simply to pass on the right answers than to give people the means to discover these right answers.  These means may take the form of variegated resources, not all of which I necessarily agree with; indeed they may be contradictory resources, so that I could not agree with them all.  If I were a person of more imagination, I might have written short stories or novels, and that might have been a significant way in which I communicated a vision of God and of humanity. 
Does God use those forms of speech?  One might have thought that by now at least the possibility of God using fiction and short stories was uncontroversial, but this is not so.  Interviewed on BBC tv on “Songs of Praise” on 28 November 1993 about the relationship between being a scientist and a Christian, the Astronomer Royal remarked that of course for him “The old Adam and Eve story was put on the back burner.”  It seemed that only straight factual statement could count as serious speech, as the periodically re-run controversies over David Jenkins also presuppose.  Is there, then, after all any analogy between the speech of a minister/theologian/teacher/principal/novelist and that of God (and I often think that being God must be very like being a principal: it involves having considerable responsibility, and in theory considerable power, but little prospect of achieving much that is worthwhile by the consistent undisguised exercise of this power)?  Does God tell stories, seek to provoke, say things that are only half-meant, speak ironically, rejoice to be a little paradoxical and not obviously coherent because people learn better if they figure things out for themselves, provide people with variegated, even contradictory, resources and free them to get on with discerning the truth? 
If God does, it would make it easier to understand why the Bible is the kind of volume it is, not only apparently fictional in part, but a book that keeps puzzling us, seems to contradict itself, leaves multiple loose ends untied, and provides us with the raw material for constructing a pattern rather than with the pattern itself.  Such features of the Bible have seemed incompatible with its being the Word of God, so that conservative theologians therefore deny their existence and liberal theologians infer that the Bible is not the Word of God.  But I usually find it is more fruitful in debates such as this to accept the premises but deny the conclusions.  The Bible as the Word of God is a piece of effective educational communication, designed to be profitable for reproof, correction, and training in righteousness, to bring men and women of God to maturity in Christ and to equip them for every good work (2 Timothy 3.16-17).  Suppose that it fulfils this function by being quite like my words, on one of my better days, in the manner of its working? 
Let us read the Adam and Eve story in the light of that possibility.  I should perhaps mention that I am not attributing to the story's authors such an understanding of God's ways of speaking but seeking to make sense of an enigmatic story and wondering what may have been in God's mind when giving it the imprimatur (this may actually be a more realistic project than seeking to understand the mind of the human author; I suspect that I know more about who God is than I know about who wrote Genesis or what they thought).

Genesis 2-3 is full of apparent ambiguity, a feature which we have difficulty in coming to terms with and which we therefore evade.  I want to look at two different forms of that ambiguity, a moral ambiguity about the character of God and an interpretative ambiguity about the human characters in the story. 
God forms a human being, and plants a garden to provide this being with work, food, and beauty -- something to look at, to eat, and to do.  So far so good, but it is not very far, because the garden includes two special trees, a life-tree and a good-and-bad-knowledge tree.  The human being is encouraged to eat the fruit of the garden's trees, the life-tree apparently being implicitly included (on the assumption that it was a fruit tree, though we are not told so).  The good-and-bad-knowledge tree is proscribed, and with a solemn warning: in the day you eat from it you will die.  
Now let us put ourselves into the position of Israelites hearing this story.  As Israelites we know that knowledge of good and bad is a wholly and unequivocally good thing, and something God wills for people.  A priest needs to be able to classify the gifts people offer as good or bad (Lv. 27:12, 14).  The Israelite spies are to determine whether the land is good or bad (Num. 13:19).  Adults are people who know good and bad as children do not (Dt. 1:39; Is. 7:15-16).  The covenantal community is to perceive the difference between life and what is good, death and what is bad, so that it can choose the former (Dt. 30:15; cf Am. 5:14-15).  David has the capacity of the angel of God to discern good and bad (2 Sam. 14:17).  Solomon prays for the same discernment, and Yahweh is pleased and grants it, though we also might be tempted to suspect an irony there (1 Kgs. 3:9). 
The Hebrew Bible's every reference to the capacity to know good and bad makes the obvious assumption that this capacity is a good thing willed by God.  If God had placed a good-and-bad-knowledge tree in the garden and encouraged people to eat from it, and a malicious fellow-creature had beguiled them into failing to do so, that would be an entirely believable story.  The story we are over-familiar with has a quite different cast.  God indeed placed there such a tree which looks designed to give humanity a key survival-skill affirmed by the rest of the scriptures, and God then forbade access to it.  A friendly, particularly knowledgeable fellow-creature spilled the beans and told the truth about the tree: people would not die if they ate from it, for as those other passages of scripture show, this would, far from it, give them a skill that would contribute to their living adult lives.  Indeed, as the creature itself puts it, it would make them like God.  Genesis 1 has already told us that it is God's own intention for them to be like God, and God also in due course grants the truth of the serpent's words (Gn. 3:4-5, 22).  
That, then, is a quite unbelievable story, and therefore a particularly interesting one to be assaulted by on page two of the Bible.  What might be in God's mind in offering us a story like that?  It is easy to imagine why such a story might have been told by someone who wanted to subvert belief in the kind of blessing God whom Israel knew.  But if the story is there in the Bible by God's design or permission rather than by God's oversight, why might God have wanted us to hear it? 
Before we consider possible answers, let me offer more evidence that there is an issue here.  “Of the good-and-bad-knowledge tree you are not to eat, for in the day that you eat of it you will die.”  It was not true.  They ate of it and did not die.  “Well,” you say, “they lost their fullness of life, they lost real life, they died inside.”  Perhaps so, but there is little ground for understanding the straightforward Hebrew word for “die” to have this subtle meaning here.

“Well, they did literally die in due course,” you go on.  Yes, but the text says “in the day….”  The NIV does rewrite the text so that it simply reads “When you eat….”  But the two do not in  fact even die when they eat of it.  Adam does not die for nearly 1000 years.  Further, the text itself goes out of its way not to   attribute their mortality to their having eaten of the  good-and-bad-knowledge tree.  It tells us that God had to take  further action to ensure that they did not live for ever, namely  to bar their access to the life-tree, a much more plausible means  to that end.  The story gets itself into more difficulty in the  process of offering this explanation, in the sad resentment it  apparently needs to attribute to God: “Oh dear, they've become as  clever as us, we'd better take action to stop them becoming as  eternal as us,” so God briskly expels them from the Garden.  God prohibits human beings access to the tree which will grant them a skill which subsequent scripture suggests is meant for them and which will lead to their becoming God-like as God intends.  What is going on?  Is this a test, for them and for us?  It is the kind of action that fits the nature of the God who gives Abraham and Sarah a son and then tells Abraham to kill him, the God who allows another enigmatic character to have Job's family killed to see how Job will react.  Israel knew that God did test it by taking away or threatening to take away what was most precious to it, to find out what happened; so such other stories say.  
One of their strong features, I presume, is that they resonate with an important feature of life and of God, that many people's experience has its moments of impossible demand, unbearable loss, or senseless accident (or, in some ways worse, its moments of devastating and irretrievable mistake), yet that their lives are lived (we affirm) within a world in which God is sovereign.  The Old Testament commonly takes that sovereignty with utter seriousness and therefore assumes that the tough, unbearable experiences of life are God's responsibility.  When Saul turns from victorious charisma to manic rage, the latter must be attributed to a spirit from Yahweh if the former is to be so attributed.  Neither we nor God can have it both ways, or rather both we and God must have it both ways.  
Now all that may be uncomfortable with regard to life east of Eden (or it may not: I find it encouraging that the Hebrew Bible looks such terrors in the face, and would rather have its God who does strange things but is clearly in control than Christianity's God who is very nice but not very efficient).  If it is uncomfortable with regard to life east of Eden, Genesis 2 is making matters worse by declaring that this is how things were within the Garden itself.  Not only was there work there to spoil paradise; there were theological enigmas.  There was a God who made prohibitions that were not ultimately intended, threats that were not to be kept, and economies with the truth regarding where disobedience would lead.  It may seem uncontroversial to assume that Genesis 3 constitutes reflection on the nature of our human experience in God's world east of Eden.  Perhaps Genesis 2 also involves that.  It is not merely an inspired portrayal of life as God originally intended it which is made by extrapolating an opposite to what we experience.  God's dark side as we experience it provokes dark thoughts about God within Eden, and God's sponsoring of this story means God is saying, “Yes, do think these dark thoughts about me.”
Or might God be sponsoring a story which we are expected not to believe, a story designed to jolt us into thinking out what God is really like, because God is clearly not like this?  God is not the sort of person who prohibits access to a key resource, who wants to keep us like children rather than like adults, who asks for obedience without thought to commands without reason, or who keeps special gifts such as good-and-bad-knowledge for people such as kings and denies them to ordinary people.  God is not the sort of person who has to try out patently unworkable ideas before arriving at a sensible one, who says one thing and does another, or who regards scrumping as mortal sin.  So God sponsors a story in which the creator behaves in all those ways, to jolt its hearers into seeing such obvious facts afresh.  The Garden of Eden story requires a health warning, “This is not the story of the origins of heaven and earth.  It is not a portrait of what God is like.  It is not an account of how sin came into the world.  But read it and turn it upsidedown and you may find a true understanding of these matters.”
What happens when we do?  We rediscover some truths.  God planned the world as a place for people to grow to adulthood and responsibility, and provided every opportunity for them to do that, but we prefer childhood and dependence.  God designed humanity from the beginning as male and female, so that only when the world has both does it have humanity complete and God imaged, this being all part of a carefully-thought-out creative project.  When human beings fail to behave like adults, God does not then intervene with a bolt of lightning.  God continues to treat us as adults, leaving us with the consequences of our decisions.  God is really rather relaxed about humanity's un-wisdom, as long as we do not start hurting each other.  God is a person in whom word and deed are one; there is no inconsistency between the two.  All that is the opposite to the surface meaning of the story. 
There is a minority Christian tradition which has understood the Fall as a Fall upwards.  This is an implausible surface reading of the story, but it is a possible reading if we assume that we are not necessarily expected to trust the narrator of a story.  English literary criticism developed the idea of the “unreliable narrator” to account for the fact that sometimes narrators tell their story from a perspective which there is reason to think the author does not share; the author intends readers to question the narrator's insight or honesty or perspective.   Forrest Gump in the film of that name is a current example -- a scrupulously honest but very limited narrator.  I have decided to forswear second-guessing the intentions of the human author of Genesis 2--3, but perhaps the God who was happy to have this story in inspired scripture took a chance on our having the wit to recognize an unreliable narrator when faced with one.  The story of a Fall downwards is designed to make us believe in a Fall upwards.  Adam and Eve are not in an ideal state in the Garden.  They are going to have to grow up.  
So did everyone misunderstand Genesis 2--3 for two or three millennia (that may seem plausible) until the 1990s when its truly modern meaning could emerge (that may seem implausible)?  If God meant us to learn from Genesis the lessons I have been suggesting, can we really believe that God not only failed for millennia to get the point home but instead succeeded in providing people with a text capable of being heard with the opposite meaning? 
In itself that seems entirely believable.  It would be all of a piece with the general failure of God's creative project in the world and with God's success only in providing humanity with opportunities and resources we misuse.  It might be surprising if God's gift of scripture did not fall into the same pattern. It is certainly the case that the PhD industry, the need to earn a living, the demands of being a research-led university and the instincts of human inventiveness generate countless articles in theological journals offering “a new interpretation” of this text or that as if some more new interpretations were just what we needed.  Jonathan Magonet has contrasted the instinctive rabbinic approach to scripture which is worried when drawn to a novel interpretation and relieved if one can find it in the tradition.   One usually can.  One of my abiding impressions in writing biblical commentaries is that there is nothing new under the sun; few modern discussions add anything that is wholly unanticipated in the ancient versions or in medieval discussions. 
Yet there is also a converse point to be made.  Twenty years ago the starting point for understanding Genesis 2--3 was the intention of its author, assumed to have lived about the time of Solomon.  But the idea that interpreting a story involves asking after the intention of its author is a distinctly modern one, and the idea that this story belongs to the time of Solomon is now seen to have been a conviction without evidence.  A hundred years ago the focus in interpreting the story concerned its relationship to the scientific account of human origins, another distinctively modern concern.  Five hundred years ago the story was interpreted as part of a history written by Moses, who is unmentioned in any capacity in Genesis.  Fifteen hundred years ago it was the source of the doctrine of Original Sin as well as that of the Fall, another theme which belongs to its own day.  In other words, Adam and Eve have always been understood in the light of interpreters' questions and by the methods of their day.  The nature of a story is to leave certain things said but certain things unsaid, and to leave its hearers constraints (the story cannot mean anything) and also scope for imagination. 
The late twentieth century approach to interpretation may seem to involve some risk of chaos and arbitrariness.  Yet all interpretation involves risk, and the possibility of chaos and arbitrariness may be allowed occasionally to override that of predictability and flatness.  Indeed, an opposite response to that fear is possible.  It is the rest of the Hebrew Bible, among other things, which in retrospect makes the surface reading of Genesis 2--3 implausible.  Conversely, it is also the rest of the Hebrew Bible (Christians will naturally add the New Testament) which provides us with a framework of interpretation for our occasional wild fancies; it is our safeguard against chaos even though it does risk boredom.  
In discussing the relationship between certainties and open questions in Christian faith, people sometimes speak of a firm core and a softer edge (incarnation might belong to the core, virgin birth to the edge).  The difficulty with the image (which may be a male one) is that sometimes it is things that count as core that one wants to question: for instance, I sometimes wonder what we mean when we talk and sing, as we do, about God's being all-powerful, sovereign, and in control of the world and the church, and this theme would surely count as core rather than edge.  A colleague suggests the image of a web, which sounds more feminine and suggests the possibility of questioning any element, even something quite “central” or “fundamental,” because whatever element one questions, the rest of the web remains intact, supporting the whole, as long as we are not questioning more than a quarter or so at once.  In connection with hermeneutical adventures, the web constituted by scripture as a whole provides the context within which I indulge in hermeneutical adventures over some part.  It is this web which suggests what kind of understanding fits the whole. 
Indeed, the revisionist understanding of Genesis 2--3 which I have been suggesting is not one which has to wait to be suggested by subsequent scripture.  The truths I listed are the ones that P embodies in the prologue it attaches to Genesis 2-3.  So perhaps P had understood the story.  As we have the text, the difference between the two creation stories reveals that they deconstruct each other.  Let us read them in order.  Genesis 1 offers a picture of a God who is very organized, with whom word and deed are one.  Its humanity is designed to image God and to rule the world for God, and men and women are created together to do this standing side-by-side.  The picture ends with a job well done, God enjoying a sabbath's relaxation, and everyone living happily ever after.  
Genesis 2--3 says “Just a minute.  When I look at creation and at the way things work out in the world and at men and women, it seems much more random than that, much more serendipity.  When I look at the things God says and at what happens, it's much less neat.  There are things God says and then has a change of mind about and doesn't do, and there are things God does without announcement.  And talk about humanity being like God surely needs nuancing.  It could imply we have got above our station.  There is considerable evidence that there are whole realms that God keeps reserved, and not least vast files that God does not allow us to access.  There are so many issues on which it would be wonderful to have some divine insight, but we are forbidden it.  And insofar as people indeed become like God, is this not a reflection of a proud desire for moral and metaphysical autonomy expressed despite God's will and not merely by God's will?  It seems to be through disobedience that people become like God, become aware of themselves and begin to take initiatives and learn survival skills.  Further, it is possible to be hopelessly romantic about the relationship between men and women.  Even at its best, it is a relationship born in blood and mystery, and (worse) a relationship based on the need of one party for the other, a relationship which issued in jealousy and one in which the needy party is the physically stronger party, and that is a recipe for trouble.  Here are these two creatures who are different from each other and are drawn into a relationship that has built into it the inevitability of misunderstanding.”  Then the continuation of the narrative in chapter 3 goes on to deconstruct the idea that sabbath rest brings the story to a neat end.   
The text itself makes clear, furthermore, that all this has nothing to do with the fall and the invention of sin, because the story is quite explicit that this comes in chapter 4; it is here that these words first appear.  So chapters 1 and 4 form significant brackets offering contexts of interpretation for chapters 2--3, but we ignore them.  Chapters 2--3 deconstruct chapter 1 and chapter 4 deconstructs both chapters 2--3 and our interpretation of them.  It is Genesis 4 that offers a more straightforward account of the nature of Yahweh, the God who wants people to understand not to remain in ignorance, challenges them to take responsibility for their destiny, and is concerned about matters such as violence rather than scrumping.  It is when worship leads to resentment, assault and death (cf 1 Co. 11) that we are in the realms of sin and fall, but that is too uncomfortable, so as readers we evade it. 
Of course the idea of deconstruction is not that one version of a story replaces another, that only one is true.  It is that reality is complicated and both texts and interpreters tend to simplify it.  As Brian Keenan put it in a television interview, once Humpty Dumpty has been broken you can't put him back together again because there are too many pieces now.  We need each of Genesis's sets of perspectives on God, the world, and humanity if we are to see as fully as we may.  So the God who was happy to have Genesis in the holy book acts like a teacher who offers pupils a varied selection of reading material and invites them to make sense of reality in the light of the selection.  The teacher has not affirmed any of it in isolation, except in the sense of implying that it has the capacity to lead people on. 
Genesis 2, then, suggests some ambiguities about God.  It also embodies some ambiguities about the human beings themselves.  Let us consider some chestnuts.  Why was the woman created after the man?  What was the significance of their nakedness?  Why was Eve tempted by a snake?  What was Adam doing at the time? It is possible to discern three stages or forms of feminist interpretation of scripture.  There is simple dismissal of scripture as hopelessly patriarchal and oppressive.  There is re-reading of scripture in the conviction that the problem has often been sexist interpretation rather than sexist text.  And there is re-reading which recognizes the inevitably male nature of the text and seeks to expose that in order to generate a more egalitarian counter-text.  It is a form of the last which I want to attempt, though out of more conservative presuppositions than most exponents of it. 
Why was the woman created after the man?  Because her being an afterthought explains her inferiority and her secondary importance?  Because, on the contrary, she was the Mark II version (never buy the Mark I version of a car or the 3.0 version of a program - wait for the Mark II, the 3.01, with the wrinkles ironed out)?  Because this is a man's story and that is the way he would tell it, just as is the case when Ecclesiastes glumly records he could not find one good woman among a thousand?  It is that last possibility I would like to consider.  For all the egalitarian implications of Genesis 2 it is told from a man's angle.  After all, it is the man who recognizes his other half in the woman created from him.  Whether or not that is an indication of his authority over her, it is an indication that the point of view is male.  The narrative comment underlines this.  “That is why a man leaves his father and mother….”  What the woman thinks when she sees the man, or what her origins imply regarding the significance for her of this cleaving, is simply not within the purview of this male perspective (still less is what she thinks about being a substitute mother and father for this rather pathetic creature). 
Why might God have sponsored an androcentric story?  No doubt God had little option; that writers in Israel were men and that these men wrote from a male perspective would have been almost as inevitable as the fact that they wrote in Hebrew.  But what might be God's hope for the fruitfulness of their text?  There might be two complementary possibilities, one for men, one for women, though perhaps what happens between Eve and the snake when Adam and Eve are apart suggests that men and women might do well to explore these two possibilities together rather than apart.  
The story may be there for men to see themselves mirrored, so that we can then be self-critical.  If biblical stories about women often mirror men's fear of women's sexuality, for instance, as the feminist literature suggests, perhaps what God wants to issue from them is that they help us as men to recognize this fear within ourselves, to come to own it, and to do something about it.  There is admittedly another worrying feature of this story.  The man does not look at the woman, see her in her distinctiveness, and as a result discover himself.  He looks at the woman, and sees himself, his own bones and flesh.  He hardly sees her in her differentness.  Is God really happy for me to use a woman as a mirror for my own identity (let alone as a substitute mother and father)?  Is that maturity?  Once again, Genesis 2 deconstructs Genesis 1 so that both make important partial statements. 
As well as stimulating men to reflect on their maleness, the story in Genesis 2 invites women to tell an equivalent women's story.  By its nature this is a male account of how the creation of men and women looks to a man (though I am struck by Augustine's puzzled comment on this passage that of course for companionship a man will prefer talking with another man to talking to his wife; contemporary women also apparently often prefer each other's friendship to friendship with men, and I can see the socio-historical reasons for that, though it sounds worryingly like Augustine in reverse).  Yet the God who sponsors this text is one in whom as creator and redeemer there is neither male nor female.  Is it the case, then, that God hands over this text to us as an unfinished project, in the way that God hands over the world itself to us, hands it over as an invitation to women to tell a women's story which will provide the other half of the tale?  To put it another way, perhaps God inspires texts such as this in ironical mode, to inspire us to generate better ones, perhaps because that has the potential to achieve what is the text's own concern, the realization of a complementary relationship between men and women.  Such a project could not be realized by telling women and men the answer, but only by inspiring them to create it.  Only in the telling of the story is the reality of which it speaks realizable. 
In Roy Clarke's BBC television series Last of the Summer Wine a group of women regularly gather over tea and biscuits to berate their men for their male foibles: in one episode, for instance, Nora commented “Inside every grown man there's always a juvenile struggling to get out” (it is really the theme of the entire series, and this is apparently the longest-running sitcom in the world).  In The Observer newspaper on the same day Lucy Ellmann, wondering why men and women fail to get on (particularly in marriage), wrote that “My own theory is that men somehow got caught in an evolutionary backwater, thereby failing to evolve at the same rate as women (why else would they be so hairy?) ....  Men are also lonely, a lot lonelier than they realize (having never known true companionship, they don't know what they are missing)”; and so on.  
The purpose of the article is to warn other women not to get entangled with these alien creatures who can beguile them but will lead them astray and let them down.  The concern is that of Ecclesiastes and Genesis, in reverse.  By offering us man-to-man warnings about women (which are men's warnings about themselves to themselves) and by also inviting us to assume that men and women are truly on a level in their humanity, the Old Testament invites women to complete the story that Genesis begins and to complement the wisdom that Ecclesiastes expresses, to articulate their own wisdom and tell their own story.   The suggestion about women being further evolved than men could of course be a midrash on Genesis 2. 
More briefly, what is the significance of Adam and Eve's nakedness?  It is commonly assumed that it suggests the innocence of their sexual awareness.  But the usual implication of nakedness in scripture is rather poverty and vulnerability (see e.g. Is. 58:7; Job 22:6).  Such a connotation here arguably provides a better link with the almost identical word for “clever” used to describe the snake (“naked” is ‘arom, “clever” is ‘arum).  The idea, then, is that Adam and Eve were exposed and defenseless, but not ashamed as people usually are in such circumstances.  This may be so; but we cannot be sure. Why was Eve tempted by a snake?  There are a number of plausible reasons, of which these are only some.  First, the snake is an archetypal symbol for human sexuality, or at least for male sexuality.  It is sex which will be humanity's downfall; there is nothing like sex for getting people into a mess.  Or it is the combination of sex and womanhood which will be manhood's downfall; the image is a reminder of the threat that women's sexuality is to men.  There is nothing like a sexy woman for getting a man into trouble.  This is of course again a comment on maleness not on femaleness. 
Second, the snake is a significant religious symbol, in Canaan and elsewhere; the point may not be unrelated to the first.  A bronze snake which had been a sacramental means of curing snake bite became an object of worship in Judah and had to be destroyed.  The Hebrew word for divination sounds like the word for a snake, if it is not actually etymologically related.  Later the snake became a figure for supernatural evil in Christianity and this was read back into Genesis.  So the snake stands for false religion and its capacity to lead astray.  
Third, the very passage about the making of the bronze snake draws our attention to the obvious characteristic of snakes which is actually the association that allusions in the Hebrew Bible most commonly make: snakes are dangerous.  They bite.  They can kill you.  That association is entirely in place in a story about life and death.  The particular word for “snake” here is also one sometimes used to denote the snake as the embodiment of the dynamic power of chaos and disorder (Is. 27:1; Job 26.13). 
But then, fourth, the snake can be a symbol of wisdom.  Here, indeed, the story specifically notes that the snake was the cleverest of the animals.  Perhaps it is its cleverness which enables the snake to act on behalf of the animals and achieve what they all want.  The way of a snake on a rock is one of the incomprehensible wonders listed in Proverbs 30:18-19, along with the way of a man with a young woman - a significant collocation in the present connection.  The animals want revenge for their being replaced by the woman who has filled the role they were created for.  When a man's work beguiles him away from his love, the snake has triumphed again. 
Let us consider one last chestnut.  When Eve was having her tutorial with the snake and partaking of some refreshment, what was Adam doing?  The midrash Genesis Rabbah provides a plausible answer: Adam had fallen asleep after making love, as men do.  Eve, however, like a woman, wants to talk after she has made love; perhaps she is also thirsty.  The midrash suggests that the fruit might be a citrus such as an orange which would be more refreshing at this moment than the apple of western tradition, but there seem to have been no jaffas in Jaffa in First Testament times.  Botanists call two common species of banana musa sapientum and musa paradisiaca, apparently on the assumption that it is the banana which is the Garden of Eden's (manifestly phallic) “fruit to make one wise” (and that Moses -- Musa -- wrote Genesis), but the banana, too, would have been unknown in Old Testament Israel.  The Song of Songs, however, several times refers to the favourite fruit of lovers (see 2:3, 5; 7:8 [9]; 8:5); it is in Hebrew tappuach.  This is the fruit which has traditionally been identified with the apple, so that John Milton had reason for introducing the apple tree into the Garden of Eden.  He was not to know that the apple is also unlikely to have been known in Old Testament Israel.  As the NEB recognizes, tappuchim were most likely apricots, a much sexier fruit, gold 'n' gay (see Prv. 25:11).   However this may be, one can quite see why Eve was a pushover for the snake after Adam had lapsed into unconsciousness while she was going to the loo.  “I have to talk to somebody, and my throat's as dry as a bone.”
Why was the woman created after the man?  What was the significance of their nakedness?  Why was Eve tempted by a snake?  What was Adam doing at the time?  The story is rather ambiguous in its answers, but I do not necessarily have to decide between the various possibilities it allows.  I am helped by each of them, so the multivalent text has functioned effectively to shape me as a man of God in the way scripture is supposed to, and it has done that by being of ambiguous meaning.  As David Jenkins himself once said in the tradition of Lewis Carroll, as a learner I only discover what I think by saying it; and as a teacher I may be more effective in the pork pies I sell than in the familiar truths I repeat.  This paper may even be an example. 
I should mention that I received some stimulus and insights from a Lancaster symposium on Gen 2 – 3 called A Walk in the Garden, edited by Paul Morris and Deborah Sawyer (Sheffield, 1992). 
In a recent systematic consideration of the question “Did the Serpent Get it Right?” (JTS n.s. 39 [1988] 1-27), R. W. L. Moberly answers “No, the serpent did not.”  Dr Moberly's key claim is that `dying' is here a metaphor applying to the quality of human life (see p. 16).  But his parallels (Deut 30:15, 19; Prov 5:5-6, 20-23; 7:21-27) fail to justify this understanding (see Deut 30:18 and the actual content of the Proverbs passages). 
See e.g. S. Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction (London/New York: Methuen, 1983), pp. 100-3.

Judith Plaskow relates one in an essay on “The Coming of Lilith” in the reader Womanspirit Rising (ed. C. P. Christ and J. Plaskow; San Francisco, 1979), pp. 206-7.

On this whole question, see H. N. and A. L. Moldenke, Plants of the Bible (Waltham, MA, 1952), pp. 184-88, 243.

See A Rabbi's Bible (London, 1991), p. 7.  In ch. 9, Magonet himself advocates the view that the “fall” in Gen 3 is a fall upwards.
� This paper recycles and builds on material in my After Eating the Apricot (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 1996).





